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Preface

IF A TENNIS PLAYER is good enough, and fortunate enough, he or she will one day walk through the tunnel onto Arthur Ashe Stadium to play in the US Open. The last thing they will see before stepping onto the court is a steel-grey plaque bearing the words of Billie Jean King’s reminder: ‘Pressure is a privilege.’ 

Problems are a privilege, too. Celebrated chef Ben Shewry says that overcoming problems is the joy of business. That’s just as well, because the reward for solving problems is more problems. It’s not just that Monday’s problems are followed by Tuesday’s, but that our success with easy problems entitles us to harder ones. Problems are a measure of our progress.

I’ve spent most of my career solving problems. Becoming a consultant was never part of my plan, but I have now spent more than thirty years as a strategy consultant at Bain & Company, working on problems with my teams and my clients in over twenty countries. It’s been an extraordinary privilege full of unexpected experiences and challenges. The Problem Solver’s Playbook is my attempt to capture the essence of the things I know about solving hard problems that have taken me three decades to learn.

Most business books take themselves much too seriously. While this one covers some serious topics, I have tried to avoid a textbook monotone. My aim is to provide practical advice from a practitioner, not to lecture you on theories and methodologies.

Bain has generously allowed me to draw on some of its intellectual property, for which I’m grateful. Although I remain an Advisory Partner at Bain, this book reflects my personal perspective. If I’ve made any mistakes, they are entirely mine.

CHRIS HARROP

Sydney, 2025


Introduction: Why This Matters

HOW DOES IT FEEL to confront jaw-dropping technological change? Yeonmi Park knows how it feels. On a black and very cold night in March 2007, Yeonmi and her mother left their home in Hyesan, North Korea, and threaded their way past armed sentries to escape across the frozen Yalu River into China. Yeonmi was a tiny, terrified thirteen-year-old girl. She had grown up fully insulated from the world beyond her homeland. She had no idea where she was going or if she would survive. Two years later, after a perilous time in China, she and her mother resettled in South Korea, barely 500 km south of her childhood home, yet a different world. Technologies Yeonmi had never imagined were in everyday use by everyday people: mobile phones, digital maps, Google. She had trouble adjusting. ‘I knew nothing of freedom. It took about three years to fully get over the brainwashing.’1

Humans are not wired for such rapid change. Imagine standing on an exponential curve reflecting millennia of human progress. If we look behind us, into the past, we see a trajectory that appears gradual and untroubling. But if we turn around to stare into the future, the curve is pressing hard up against our face. The gradient is confronting, or fanciful, and our natural reaction is to ignore it. Celebrated futurist Ray Kurzweil has estimated that the 100 years of progress we will experience in the twenty-first century will equate to 20,000 years of progress at our current rate. The compression of progress is disorienting. No wonder that many of us would rather turn away. However, like Yeonmi, we have no option but to do our best to keep up.2

Business problems are hard and getting harder. Whether or not we face into the disorientation, change spreads quickly—through interconnected digital networks, pervasive social media communities, physical systems of climate and biology, and the everyday commercial traffic of travel and trade. Covid-19 gave us a blunt schooling in this interconnectedness, but it operates perfectly well without a pandemic’s assistance. Local decisions are now shaped by distant events. In 2021, global supply chains were disrupted for weeks when strong winds wedged a single container ship, the Ever Given, across the Suez Canal; in 2025, the wildfires that destroyed parts of Los Angeles disrupted global insurance markets, adding nearly 50 per cent to the cumulative losses the industry suffered over the prior eight years.3 By the end of the decade, some $7 trillion will have been spent to build new AI infrastructure, transforming the capabilities available to every organisation worldwide.4

Technology-driven disruption is not only making hard problems harder (because the future is harder than ever to foresee), but also more frequent (because the half-life of solutions is shrinking). We have more hard problems to solve, and less time to solve them.

Hard problems lie in wait

We are all going to start feeling a little like Yeonmi. The hardest problems are the ones we’ve never seen before, and we’re going to see more of them. Not only will we face problems that we haven’t seen before, but problems that no one we know has faced. Who can we turn to for help? Typically, we might ask our most experienced leaders. But today’s managers can’t ask their corporate bosses for advice on how they dealt with climate change ‘back in the day’, or how best to outsource core functions to agentic AI systems.

As a problem solver, you need to be able to turn to yourself and to devise your own solutions, and you need tools that are up to the task. Static approaches—offering ready-made answers or templates—are no longer relevant because they are brittle in the face of change. We need dynamic methods that are resilient to change and don’t rely on old answers to address new questions. A dynamic approach works back from an array of possible futures rather than projecting forward from historical trends; it uses independent reasoning built from first principles rather than seeking out case examples and analogies; it designs fresh solutions using new capabilities rather than relying on established best practices; it prizes flexible adaptability over expert forecasting; and it uses feedback loops to refine ‘good enough’ solutions rather than demanding perfection prior to execution.

Our approach to solving business problems must also extend beyond finding good answers. While the solution to a maths problem is an answer, the solution to a business problem must be an outcome. No matter how clever they are, answers (or strategies, or plans) are just ideas until they are made real through effective implementation. Many observers have asserted the primacy of execution over idea generation. The real question, though, is not which is more important, but how to do both well. Organisations and their major programs are often strong on one dimension and weak on the other because they demand such different capabilities, but we cannot afford to be so lopsided. We must be good at both.

What this book offers

Think of this book as a shortcut to experience. The Problem Solver’s Playbook distils the best ideas I’ve learned over thirty years as a problem-solving practitioner at Bain & Company, a leading global strategy consulting firm. My focus is on hard problems: complex challenges that are messy and multi-dimensional, which can’t be solved with a formula or a template. Problems that you might be seeing for the first time.

I’ve worked on more than 300 consulting assignments across twenty countries, helping organisations tackle their hardest problems and find ways to grow faster, boost productivity, improve customer experience, and rebuild themselves from the inside out. I’ve advised CEOs and boards at global corporations, I’ve helped scrappy start-ups and purpose-driven charities, and I have trained consultants at every level.

I have tried to distil what I’ve learned over a career into a few hours of focused reading. This is a playbook, not a rulebook. My intent is to provide a collection of practical ideas that you can use, adapt and make your own, based on four core premises:


	
The problem solver is the most powerful part of the toolkit. Methodologies help, but mindset matters more. Your attitude either amplifies or undermines your effectiveness. You have more control than you think you do.



	
There is no formula for solving hard problems, but there are good and bad choices. Great problem solvers make smarter calls at every step: choices that shape your attitude, reframe the question, simplify the work, or reduce your risk. I’ll share dozens of ideas and examples to show you how to make better choices.



	
Independent thinking beats inherited answers. Great problem solvers don’t rely on received wisdom. They engage their curiosity, ask great questions, and work from first principles to form their own views.



	
The solution to a business problem isn’t an answer, it’s an outcome. Solving problems requires an end-to-end approach, from picking the right question to making real change happen. Good answers are of no value without good outcomes.





The ideas in this book will help any problem solver improve, but will be especially helpful for those already skilled at the task. If you’re good and want to get even better, you’re in the right place. The book’s structure follows the natural sequence of tackling tough problems, from finding good answers through to making hard things happen.

Part I: Finding Good Answers

We start by focusing on the foundations: choosing the right attitude and framing problems clearly before you leap into designing solutions. You’ll learn how to choose the right problem, define it well, and give yourself a head start using proven tools and principles.

We then move into the engine room of problem solving. You’ll learn how to identify the crux (the part of the problem that matters most) and how to generate and test strong hypotheses. I’ll show you how to avoid common traps, structure your work and focus on the answer-changing analysis.

Part II: Making Hard Things Happen

In Part II, we move from answers to outcomes. Execution matters. Even the best answers are worthless if they aren’t implemented. You’ll learn how to persuade sceptics, anticipate and manage risk, unlock organisational energy, and use measurement to accelerate progress, not just to track it.

 

SOLVING HARD PROBLEMS will set you apart. The ability to solve hard business problems is more valuable than ever because it’s never been more difficult. Challenges are increasingly complex, ambiguous, and unfamiliar. More often, we must solve problems we’ve never seen before. What sets the best problem solvers apart is how well they can think for themselves.5 If, like Yeonmi, you find yourself in unfamiliar territory, independent thinking isn’t just an advantage—it’s a survival skill.

Enjoy the journey. Play well.



1  Yeonmi Park, “I was brainwashed to believe Kim Jong-il was a god,” SBS, 7 April 2014, www.sbs.com.au.

2  Ray Kurzweil, “The Law of Accelerating Returns,” January 2001. Tim Urban used the metaphor of standing on an exponential curve in “The AI Revolution: The Road to Superintelligence,” Wait But Why, 22 January 2015, www.waitbutwhy.com.

3  Tom Johansmeyer, “The LA Fires Could Change the Insurance Industry,” Harvard Business Review, 23 January 2025, www.hbr.org.

4  “The cost of compute: A $7 trillion race to scale data centres,” McKinsey Quarterly, 28 April 2025, www.mckinsey.com.

5  Reports on the future of work consistently identify problem solving and analytical skills as among the most important skills for the future, including reports from the World Economic Forum, the OECD, Deloitte, Gartner, PwC and IBM.


Part I: Finding Good Answers


Chapter 1: Choose Your Attitude—No one can stop you

The problem is not the problem, but your attitude towards the problem.

Of all the problem-solving tools, the problem solver is the most powerful. When you set out to solve hard problems, your attitude matters. Mindset comes before methodology. The attitude you choose is your first opportunity to tilt the odds in your favour, because your decisions are affected by what you feel in the moment. How you feel changes what you think and what you do; it changes what you can achieve.

The remarkable thing is that no one can stop you from choosing your attitude, even when times are tough. Viktor Frankl suffered hardships that few of us can imagine, surviving three years in four different concentration camps during World War II. Reflecting on his survival, he explained that:

Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.1

This ability to choose our attitude is a human superpower that we can use in our everyday lives. Three attitudes make a particular difference when we set out to solve hard problems: being present, being fresh and being bold. So go ahead and choose your attitude. No one can stop you.

Be present

Time passes unhindered... All we can do is use the present well.2

Hard problems deserve our full attention. We do our best work when we treat each moment like it’s the only one that matters, yet how rarely do we give anything our singular focus? We kid ourselves that we can multi-task without losing effectiveness—that we can check email while we’re on a Zoom call, or prepare for our next meeting while attending the current one—but we cannot be fully present in more than one context at a time.

Multitasking might feel productive, but it isn’t. We’re not doing tasks simultaneously, we’re switching between them in short bursts. Switching context between tasks consumes mental bandwidth and fragments our focus. Computer scientist Gerald Weinberg found that switching between two tasks cuts productivity by 20 per cent, and juggling three drops it by 40 per cent.3 Even brief distractions—like incoming emails or social media notifications—impose a lingering tax. Distraction researcher Gloria Mark found that it can take over twenty minutes to fully refocus after an interruption.4

When you are sitting alone with your problem, distractions and context switching prevent you from entering a flow state where you become deeply immersed in the work at hand. When you are working on a problem with others distraction blunts one of your most valuable weapons: conversation. The best problem-solving meetings are stimulating, free-flowing explorations that generate ideas we would never conceive through individual pondering. The output of those meetings is much more than the accumulation of each person’s pre-existing thoughts; it is exponential, not just cumulative, but you must be fully present to reap this reward. Partial engagement sucks the life out of dialogue; it’s like a Zoom call where the audio has a slight delay that causes participants to talk over each other, or the poorly lip-synched dialogue in a dubbed foreign movie. A fraction of a second is irritating and half a second unworkable, but distraction turns the screen completely blank for several seconds at a time. Your inattention may not stop you from making your own points, but it destroys the interactive magic of an exchange of ideas between fully engaged humans. To hear what others have to say, you must pay attention.

I once led a project at Bain to identify how our best people leaders helped their team members accelerate their professional development. This exceptional group had stellar upward feedback, a track record of developing others, and strong business results. We also found that they shared a common set of behaviours. The most important? Be fully present. Their threshold for paying attention was 100 per cent, not 80 per cent. They told us that remarkable things happened when they applied their full focus. It was hard to do, especially when they were tired, stressed, or juggling too many priorities, but it got easier with practice. Many had built personal routines to preserve downtime for rest, healthy eating and exercise.

With greater presence comes greater patience. Meetings cease to be hit-and-run venues for you to quickly land your own points before leaving; they become places to develop ideas and learn. The best way to spark a valuable interaction is to ask an open question, one which prescribes no guardrails and allows the recipient to chart their own path. Talk show host Michael Parkinson was an expert at asking questions, hosting over 600 shows in a career lasting fifty-two years. Parkinson blended curiosity with empathy, creating space for his guests. Soothed by his natural charm, they dropped their guard and shared their secrets.

In Time to Think, Nancy Kline explained the power of silence:

The fact that people have stopped speaking does not mean that they have stopped thinking. If you are lucky, when you are listening to someone, they will suddenly go quiet. It will not be a dead quiet, not flat, or crumbly or desperate. It will almost chime. When people are quiet in this way, they are busy. They are off on a solitary ‘walk’... You may feel awkward when the quiet first sets in. You may have been taught that at moments like this you must speak, that you must ‘rescue’ the person from the apparent mounting embarrassment of having nothing to say. Yet when a person is thinking out loud and suddenly is quiet but is not stuck, the quiet is alive. Neither the person nor the quiet needs rescuing. They need attention only—and more quiet.5

In those moments, silence poses the best questions. Years ago, in India, I met with a very senior executive—a self-made man who was rarely challenged. He told me that his company had run out of room to grow. I asked him, ‘What if the growth you’ve achieved so far was just an audition for what you could achieve?’ He was startled, taken aback. I sat quietly while he paused, lost in thought. When he eventually returned to the conversation, the room felt different. Reenergised, he described an ambitious idea that he had set aside years ago, and we explored it together. Silence had created the space.

Being fully present means more than just showing up. It means devoting our full attention to the moment, without distraction. It means being curious to learn and willing to change our minds. And it means bringing positive energy, with the self-belief that we will succeed.

Being fully present helps us do our best work. It sharpens our own focus and unlocks the power of collaboration with others. Undistracted attention enables deeper insight, stronger relationships and better decisions. It helps us leave meetings feeling energised, not jaded. It makes us more effective, and everyone around us reaps the benefit.

Be fresh

Whenever you find yourself on the side of the majority, it is time to pause and reflect.6

As a dairy farmer’s son, I’ve seen plenty of cow paths: rutted dirt tracks winding gently across green hillsides, formed by countless thousands of cows deepening their own furrows year after year. I never saw the connection with business strategy, but there is something called the cow path theory. It says that most people will follow the path others take, because it’s easy to find, and give little thought to finding a better way. A cow path, therefore, is a poor business practice so ingrained that it is no longer questioned. A rut, in fact. Familiar habits that may have begun by accident evolve into an implicit rulebook, and beliefs based on the opinions of long-departed staff live on unchallenged: why do we do it that way? Because we’ve always done it that way.

Cow paths are a problem for problem solvers, because the solution to a hard problem is rarely found in a well-worn rut; it is very likely to require something new. This has always been true, but it is brutally true now. The world has never changed faster. We must embrace change, or we will be overtaken by those who do.

To embrace change, we must think and act differently. We must be fresh. This means being open to new ideas; it means being adventurous and open-minded; it means engaging your imagination. Fortunately, this way of thinking does not require God-given creative talent. Steve Jobs argued that everything around us was invented by people no smarter than we are. Being fresh is mainly about having the confidence to develop your own point of view rather than swallowing whole the views of others. When you choose to think that way, you ask better questions. You come to your own conclusions.

There are two important facets to being fresh: staying endlessly curious and having the confidence to think for yourself without wilting under pressure.

Stay curious

Over the course of my career, I have interviewed hundreds of aspiring management consultants applying for entry-level positions. Smart young people seeking a role which, at its core, is about solving problems. They’re all eager to please and there are many ways to impress, but the one non-negotiable quality I look for is curiosity. Unquenched curiosity is a problem solver’s secret weapon. Being genuinely, endlessly interested in what is going on around us is a ticket to discovery. In Zen Buddhism, this quality is known as shoshin, or beginner’s mind. It refers to having an attitude of openness and a lack of preconceptions, just as a beginner would. Shoshin counters the hubris associated with thinking of oneself as an expert.7 No matter how expert we are, we should remain open-minded to new points of view, new ideas, and challenges to our own opinions—and then be willing to change our minds.

Outsiders can bring naïve curiosity that insiders have lost. James Dyson was an unlikely inventor of a revolutionary vacuum cleaner. An art student who studied furniture and interior design at the Royal College of Art in London, Dyson later switched from fine art to industrial design. After becoming frustrated with the way his Hoover lost suction as dirt clogged the pores of its dust bag, he reimagined vacuum cleaners by borrowing a technology called cyclonic separation from a sawmill. He pursued his curiosity with relentless persistence and, after trialling more than 5,000 prototypes, launched the bright pink Dyson G-Force—the first bagless vacuum cleaner that didn’t lose suction.

Think for yourself

We should question the conventional. Peter Thiel, co-founder of PayPal and the most famous man ever to buy New Zealand citizenship, likes to ask potential recruits to tell him something that they think is true that most people disagree with. Everyday life is full of examples that disprove the ‘obviously true’. It is obvious that a murder mystery should not reveal the culprit at the start of the story, but explain that to fans of the hugely popular howcatchem genre, which does exactly that. It is equally obvious you can’t beat the house at roulette. But mathematician and lifelong tinkerer Edward O. Thorp built a wearable computer that predicted where the bouncing ball would land, turning the house’s 5 per cent edge into a 44 per cent advantage for the player. And it was blindingly obvious that no one would choose to ride in an unmarked car operating as a taxi, until Uber proved otherwise.

‘Obvious’, it seems, is often just a synonym for familiar. Unspoken assumptions and widely held beliefs encourage rule-following conformity and suppress new ideas. We might expect companies to fight against such constraints, but they often build them intentionally. In The Innovator’s Dilemma, Clayton Christensen explained that successful firms design systems that favour proven paths and suppress radical innovation:

Successful companies want their resources to be focused on activities that address customers’ needs, that promise higher profits, that are technologically feasible, and that help them play in substantial markets. Yet, to expect the processes that accomplish those things also to do something like nurturing disruptive technologies—to focus resources on proposals that customers reject, that offer lower profit, that underperform existing technologies and can only be sold in insignificant markets—is akin to flapping one’s arms with wings strapped to them in an attempt to fly.8

To think differently, we must break free of these constraints. We can approach an unsolved problem with fresh eyes, turning it like a prism in the sunlight. At the wrong angle, we see only glare, but if we hold it just so, we can release a rainbow of colour. The next time you hear someone insist on the ‘obvious’ truth of their beliefs, try considering the opposite.

Many hard problems are best solved by addressing them in reverse, an approach called inversion.9 Inversion flips our assumptions to expose new approaches. For example, reverse brainstorming asks teams to imagine how to worsen a problem, and then to flip those ideas to find solutions. In red teaming, a subset of your team plays the part of an arch competitor to pinpoint your weaknesses. 

Here’s an opportunity to try inversion for yourself. Wimbledon is a knockout tennis tournament, with 128 players in the women’s singles draw. How many matches must be played to find the champion? You could count the matches round by round: in round one, the 128 players play 64 matches, with 64 winners; in round two, 64 players play 32 matches; eventually, in round seven, 2 players play the final. In total, 127 matches are played (64 + 32 + 16 + 8 + 4 + 2 + 1). It’s not hard, but it takes a little effort. However, if you invert your approach to focus not on the winners but the losers, the problem becomes trivial. How many players do not win the Wimbledon trophy? Everyone except the champion. So, there are 127 losers, who each lost exactly one match, which means 127 matches were played.

Another approach is to adopt the devil’s advocate stance, asking: what if the opposite were true? This was the approach I took in the meeting in India that I discussed earlier. When you do this, you are not asking your audience to change their view, just to suspend disbelief for a moment. I once worked with a successful Silicon Valley software company whose growth had plateaued. Having attained a 90 per cent share of their core market, the executive team had concluded that they could not increase share further. I pointed out that there was nothing magical about 90 per cent (why not 91 per cent?), and asked them to imagine what would change if they believed that more upside was possible. The new perspective sparked new ideas. It quickly became clear that any incremental growth—even just one or two points of share—would be extremely profitable; the company could invest the additional profits into R&D for new product lines. They would need to improve performance in their weakest segment, which would demand new capabilities, but these would also be valuable in other parts of their business.

Fresh thinking is fragile at first, and it takes tenacity to keep new ideas alive in the face of the inevitable resistance. The venture capital industry runs on this kind of resolve. Investors funnel billions of dollars into tiny startups aspiring to topple giant incumbents. For most startup founders, there is no ‘imposter syndrome’ because they truly are imposters. Despite having no assets, no reputation, few people and almost no money, they sometimes succeed.

Brian Chesky, co-founder of Airbnb, recalls how unprepared he and his co-founder Joe Gebbia were as they tried to kickstart their business. The premise behind Airbnb was fanciful: that homeowners would open their houses to complete strangers—and that the strangers would agree to come. Airbnb needed to kindle the enthusiasm of both groups but had no idea how to convince either that it was a good idea.

I remember Joe and I are sitting in the middle of our living room. We’re trying to figure out, we have this chicken and egg problem. Travelers want to go where there are homes, and people want to list their homes where travelers are going. How do you actually start that?... Of course, we launch it, and it’s no one’s coming. They think it’s a weird social experiment. They don’t want to do it.

At this point, we’ve spent all our money... We’re in the middle of our kitchen. We have all this debt. We have a website no one wants to use. We don’t know what to do.10

The team was inexperienced, but not timid. Stubbornly, they kept working on their idea despite universal rejection. Paul Graham, when eventually accepting the Airbnb team into the Y-Combinator venture accelerator program, said, ‘Wow. You guys are like cockroaches. You just won’t die.’

Most of us, though, don’t have such unshakeable confidence in new ideas. We hold back our half-formed opinions and consent to the majority view, or censor ourselves when unsure, deferring to challenges from less-qualified extroverts. We need to unlearn our deference. When we combine curiosity and independence, we can step off the cow path to become more adventurous. We add new energy and new options that help us solve hard problems.

Be bold

Take a simple idea and take it seriously.11

Boldness has a certain swagger, a certain confidence that you can’t mistake. Heinz Meixner had it. In the twenty-one months since the Berlin Wall went up, no one had tried what he did; probably no one had even imagined it. But in the very early morning of May 5th, 1963, Meixner escaped from East Berlin into the West simply by driving through Checkpoint Charlie.

Meixner was an Austrian living in East Berlin who had fallen in love with an East German woman. They planned to marry and live in the West, but were forbidden by the East German regime. Determined to escape, Meixner secretly measured the height of the checkpoint’s boom gate—less than a metre—and then searched for cars with very low profiles. He found a red Austin-Healey Sprite convertible low enough to squeeze beneath the boom, then removed the windshield and deflated the tyres to lower it further. And then, shortly after midnight, with his fiancée prone in the rear seat, he simply drove up to the guard post, waved his passport, and drove straight under the boom gate to freedom. Meixner’s plan required no forged papers, no counterintelligence and no special training. While others may have had the same idea, only he had the boldness to act.
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